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Friday,  October  13,  1944 
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SUBJECT:     "KSFINISHING  VIOOD  FLOORS"    Information  from  wood  chemists  and  scientists 
of  the  Forest  Service,  U.  S.  Department  of  Agriculture 

Many  of  you  have  asked  about  the  best  way  to  refinish  wood  floors.    Here's  a 

typical  letter.    This  horaemaker  has  bought  an  old  place  in  the  country.    She  writes, 

«I  want  to  ?ave  the  floors.     They're  the  original  floors.    They  have  vide  wooden 

boards  such  as  builders  used  a  half  a  century  ago.     Now  they're  painted  brown  with 

a  top  coat  of  shellac.    Will  it  be  possible  to  refinish  these  old  floors  in  a  dull, 

soft  finish  that  shows  the  grain  of  the  wood,  or  should  I  just  put  on  another  coat 

of  paint?" 

Wood  scientists  of  the  U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture  say  that  if  the  floors 
are  in  good  condition  ,  you  may  be  able  to  refinish  them  as  you  like  and  get  that 
90ft,  dull  finish  that  shows  the  grain  of  the  wood. 

Chances  are  your  floors  are  made  of  pine  or  03k.     The  wood  scientists  say  these 
were  the  woode  used  most  in  old  American  houses. 

To  refinish  the  floors  in  one  of  these  old  houses  -  a  house  built  50  or  75  years 
ago  -  you'll  need  to  do  some  experimenting.    You'll  have  to  take  off  not  only  the 
shellac  and  brown  paint  but  also  the  finishes  that  have  been  used  on  the  floors  for 
the  past  50  years. 

In  the  old  days,  our  grandfathers  finished  their  fine  floors  with  hot  linseed 
oil  and  elbow  grease.     They  put  on  the  hot  oil,  and  buffed  it  down.     Then  they  put 
on  some  more  oil  and  rubbed  it  down  some  more.     They  kept  on  until  the  wood  absorbed 
all  the  oil  it  could  take.     Then  our  grandfathers-  or  more  likely  their  servants  - 
waxed  the  floor.     Sounds  like  a  backbreaking  task,  doesn't  it?    But  that  old-time 
finish  made  the  floors  wear  like  iron.    They  didn't  show  scratches  and  they  were 
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easy  to  keep  clean.     In  time,  floors  finished  this  way  -  with  linseed  oil  and  elbow 
grease  -  turned  dark. 

Later,  when  time  saving  and  short  cuts  became  popular  around  the  house,  our 
parents  gave  up  the  linseed  oil  method  of  finishing  floors.     They  used  varnish  or 
paints  or  shellac  instead.     Finishes  that  were  easier  to  apply.     These  finishes 
didn't  penetrate  the  wood  as  the  oil  did.     They  simply  formed  a  coat  over  the  sur- 
face. 

Floors  in  a  house  50  years  old  probably  have  been  finished  in  several  different 
ways.     They've  had  the  linseed  oil  treatment.     In  more  recent  years  they've  been 
painted  and  shellaced. 

To  refinish  these  floors,  you'll  have  to  clean  off  the  old  finishes.  You'll 
need  to  get  down  to  the-  clean  wood.     As  I  said  before,  you'll  need  to  do  some  ex- 
perimenting.    Try  cleaning  a  spot  in  some  inconspicuous  place  -  behind  a  door  or  un- 
der a  somewhat  permanent  piece  of  furniture.     Clean  off  the  finishes  with  a  hand 
scraper  until  you  come  to  clean  wood.     This  way  2rou  can  got  a  line  on  how  deeply  the 
oil  and  other  finishes  have  penetrated,     vood  specip.lists  say  .you  can  sand  down  as 
much  as  a  sixteenth  of  an  inch  without  injuring  the  floor. 

If  the  oil  hasn't  penetrated  too  deeply,  use  a.  sanding  machine  to  clean  the  old 
finishes  from  your  floors.     The  machine  will  get  rid  of  irregularities  and  smooth 
the  floors  down.     Of  course  you'll  have  to  use  a  hand  scraper  to  clean  the  corners 
of  the  room  and  other  parts  that  the  power  machine  won't  reach.     The  machine  will  get 
rid  of  small  splinters.     You  may  have  to  replace  some  of  the  boards  that  are  badly 
worn  or  damaged  with  new  ones. 

After  the  floors  have  been  sanded,  you  can  get  a  satisfactory  dull  finish  with 
floor  seal.     This  is  the  method  which  combines  the  oiling  treatment  of  our  grand- 
father's day  with  the  speed  of  varnish  and  shellac  used  by  our  fathers.     The  floor 
seal  penetrates  the  wood  but  it  doesn't  penetra.te  as  deeply  as  the  old  oil  finish 
did.    On  the  other  hand,  a  floor  seal  doesn't  take  nearly  the  time  and  work  that  the 
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old  oil  finish  did  either. 

There  are  other  advantages  to  floor  seals.     They're  easy  to  keep  clean.  They 
don't  show  scratches.    .And  you  can  patch  a  worn  place  in  the  floor  seal  without 
refinishing  the  whole  room. 

However,  you'll  find  that  floors  finished  with  a  floor  seal  need  frequent 
waiting. 

Just  a  v-ord  here  about  keeping  wood  floors    clean.     The  traditional  tools  of  the 
trade  -  a  "broom  and  a  dry  mop  -  are  enough  for  ordinary  cleaning.     If  you  like  to 
danroen  your  mop  with  some  cleaning  preparation,  the  wood  scientists  suggest  a  mix- 
ture of  kerosine  and  paraffin  oil.     (by  the  way,  paraffin  oil  is  just  mineral  oil.) 
The  proportions  they  recommended  are  three  parts  kerosine  and  one  part  paraffin  oil. 
'For  exceptional  patches  of  dirt,  they  suggest  rubbing  lightly  with  fine  steel  wool 
:moistoned  with  turpentine.     A  mop  needs  to  be  washed  frequently  with  soap  and  hot 
water.    Be  sure  it's  dry  before  you  use  it  on  your  wood  floors.     Take  it  from  the  wood 
specialists,  you  do  your  wood  floors  no  good  when  you  wash  them  with  water. 
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